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In a March 10 interview with the Colombian television network Caracol, Panamanian Gen. Manuel
Antonio Noriega rejected whatever possibility of traveling to the US to face federal drug-related
charges. He said, "It is a question of dignity. I cannot accept for reasons of sovereignty and dignity a
political judicial decision of this nature." Noriega said that US pressures related to his alleged drug
trade involvement are politically motivated. "For 18 years we worked with US drug [enforcement]
agencies. But now there is...a frustrated and mendacious politician they paid one a half million
dollars to reinforce the testimony of two convicts...[T]his makes the judicial decision a political one."
The general did not identify the politician who testified against him. However, he was apparently
referring to Jose Blandon, former Panamanian consul in New York. In testimony before a US
congressional committee, Blandon accused Noriega of accepting huge payments and bribes in
exchange for protecting drug traffickers linked to the so-called Medellin cartel and their operations
in Panama. Noriega then commented that Asst. Secretary of State for Inter-American Affairs
Elliott Abrams would not consider coming to Panama for trial on charges of conspiring against
the Panamanian government. The general reiterated his charge that US pressures to remove him
from his position as commander-in-chief on grounds of alleged drug-trafficking can be explained
by Washington's interests in the Canal, not only as a strategic waterway in the hemisphere but
also as Washington's primary base for surveillance and military activities in Central America and
Latin America as a whole. Noriega asked why such pressures are not exacted on officials in Bolivia,
Peru or Colombia. The Canal, he said, is in Panama and not in those countries. In an interview
with Caracol network journalist Yamid Amato, acting President Manuel Solis Palma, said all of
Panama's sudden current difficulties could be traced to extreme US pressure. He also stated that the
Panamanian crisis has been somewhat exacerbated by a "certain lack of understanding" by Latin
American countries about "our democracy." Solis Palma was apparently referring to solicitations
by several Latin American governments for Panama to establish as soon as possible a civilian
government, and remove the military from governmental decision-making. (Basic data from AP,
03/11/88)
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